LT
43

ST

‘we relate the thoughtful art of Brague not merely to the passion Inrih&“
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Iheme 2
THE THEIE AND SUBJECT ATTER IN THE PLASTIC ART OF OUR TTME

Rapporteur : Thomas llac Greevy

Works of art are produced by artists. IT, therefore, wa wish to
congider the guestion of theme and subject in the plastic arts of
to-day, we may legitimately ask ourselves about the themes and subjecta
of works by individual leading artiste of to-day. We must, of course,
always allow for the inscluble mystery as to why one man in millions is
born with extraordinary natural gifts asz an artist, and the reat not,
But that allowance made, it seewms to me not so difficult to suggest an
enswer to the guestion of theme and subject = more particalarly where
artists make concessions to naturalistic representation.

Here in Trelend we have a great painter, kMr. Jack B. Yeats He
has been deseribed as "a romantic impressionist." Tt i= = deseription
which, as far as it goes, has validity. But it does not explain
KEr, Yeats should also be one of the greatest colourists in the history
of painting. (It might be maintained that this is beside the point
we are digcussing. I personally do not think it is, TPort just as the
forms and shapez in a work of art are determined by the artist's
temperament and thems, so, obviously, are his coulour harmonies. Ir,
Yeats's radiant colour is as much 2 pert of hisz theme as Rembrandt's
chiarcscuro was of his, Similarly with Ustisse. If liatisse is, as
I think he is, par excellence the sriist of the comedy of the feminine,
how should his colour be ofber than the exguisitely rarefied thing it
is both in conception and execution? )

But where the artist concedes little or nothing to naturalistie
represenistion, the art ¢ritic may find himself in a dilesma. Unless
a satisfactory clue can be found to the abatract artist's themes, his
compositions, lines, forms, shapes and colours can only be judged as

technical exercises, Chopin's Preludes and ptudes were composed as
Tinger exerciges. But Alfred Coriot goes so far as to give not only T
musical but even literary interpretations of them. He endeavours to |
provide them with homan as well ag technical esignificance., Dares we do

as much in relation to Braque, Picasso, Gris, Gleizes, ete, I inclima
to think that, whether we admit it or not, most of um do. Hemembering,
always that the great artist's natural gift is & mystery, it ig, never—=
theless, not unreasonabie fo relate the theime to which he apﬁlleﬂ—zt-féﬁg
to his environment. Thas latisse is firmly in ope of the most enduring,
as 1t is one of the most delightful, traditions of French painting. Thos
Teats applies nig gifts to the projection, in terms of painting, of bhe
greater glory and beauty of the world he knew and loved best when that
world was litile known and less loved, But Brague? But Picasso? ara

anslyeis that has alwaye been characteristic of Paris, bot mors espec- |
ially to the Paris of the time of Bergson? I confess that I do. Jare
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we relate the explosive art of Pivasso not only to the Parie of Br.
bat to the troubled Spain in which FPicasso grew up and even, perha .
the fact that translations of Nietzoche were appearing in the Cataion.
of his formative years, Again, I, myself, think we may,

What I am trying to suggest is that, in abestract, as in natur-
alistic, art, there ie an element of thema. of subjecé, which is related
to the enviromment of the particular artist, (Whab I am, of course,
qaite sure of, is that unless an artist is in trath an artist; a man
with a vision to project, a subject to ireat, his employment of the z
abstract idiom rather than the naturalistic will not hide hig deficiencies
for very long), < i

T

Pesgimists complain that Cod, nature and man himgelf have now been
driven out of art. Tt is true that the Frotestant Reformation drove
scolesiastical art out of the north of Europe. It ie also true that the
eult of nature, first in seventeenth centur¥ Holland, then in eighteenth
‘century England and later in the France of the Impressionists, replaced
the precccupation with religious, philosophical and historical gabjects.
But even to-day Rouwsult remains, And it may yet nappen that Vaillard
and Bonnard, who went on giving the validity of great peinting to simple
gcanes of everyday life when fashion in Paris was running after abatrac-
tions, will come to be regarded ag the hercic figures of Fremch art in
the first half of the twentieth century, After all, how many of the
Farisian pundite of the eighteenth century would believe that for us
two hundred years later, Chardin is the greatest painter of his time?

There remains the question whether the abstract gubject ~— dtm
validity accepted = hag inspired any of its practitioners to as noble
] achievement as subjects which lend themgelves to naturalistic represen- ..
= tation. The Interest, the power, the beaaty, of much abstract art is not
to be denied, whether it be painted pictures in our own day or sculptural
or architectural forms of the barogue period in Italy. But then I think
of Raphael's cartoon of Saint Peter and Saint John at the Beaatiful Gate
of the Temple, in which t%e abstract passages, impressive as t ey are,
evita take their place as secondary accessories to the serenely
beautiful appeal of the subject as expressed through the figores. And
I cannoct feel sorry that the initiators of abstract art in Iraland, Miss
Evie Hone and her friend, the late Mainie Jellett, after they hed speént
years of paritanical ael%-discipline as abstract artists, broke away,
both of them, from the restrictions of abetract art, and. returned to .
H representation, to subject in the traditional sense, =X an 4D ‘;_-:,u-_,.:m'{.}
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